This study presents the results of an investigation into L2 reading anxiety among eight Chinese exchange students who participate in a one-year program at an American University. Foreign Language Reading Anxiety Scale (FLRAS) is used as a measurement of reading anxiety. Data are also collected from semi-structured interviews, syllabus of all six specialized courses participants have taken during the academic year and their final scores. The study finds: 1) all participants experience a rather high level of reading anxiety; 2) despite such anxiety, participants perform well in all major courses; 3) underlying causes for reading anxiety include content knowledge, unpreparedness of cultural difference and general negative feeling of studying a foreign language. Based on the research findings, suggestions are given to improve the overall efficacy of such exchange program, aiming to benefit all immediate parties involved.
Introduction
One of the most widely studied concepts in learning a language is the notion of anxiety. It is common that research in this field has studied the possible relationship between anxiety and performance, and its interference in language competence (Horwitz et al., 1986; Horwitz, 2001) . The majority of studies have focused on the anxiety related to oral performance and listening (Horwitz et al., 1986; Phillips, 1992; Price, 1991; Young, 1991) , while reading anxiety has been generally neglected until the late 20th century. Zbornik and Wallbrown (1991) are the first to introduce the concept of reading anxiety. They propose reading anxiety represents a specific aspect of general anxiety and state the anxiety with negative feelings, such as the lack of self-confidence or the fear of making mistakes in after-reading tasks, can easily cause misinterpretation during the reading process. It is also proven that a high level of reading anxiety usually distracts language learners' attention from meaning and may further undermine learners' foreign language reading development in the long run (Gass & Selinker, 2001) .
Existing literature has shown that learning foreign language in a study-abroad context can help students gain their language achievement (Freed, 1995) , but it's also argued students may perceive their anxiety differently. To clear the mist, it is necessary to investigate how reading anxiety is influenced by relevant factors, such as learners' previous learning background and their epistemological experiences. Relevant studies rarely focus on Chinese exchange students, especially those sponsored to participate in a short-term exchange program. As recent years see a rapid increase number of Chinese exchange students, with 12,000 students sponsored in the year 2018 recorded by the Ministry of Education, it calls for attention to study their academic development in a foreign setting. Hence, the present study is to investigate the reading anxiety of Chinese exchange students studying abroad in an English-speaking country, explore its possible impacts and analyze its relation to students' academic achievement, hoping for both better understanding this particular group of learners and filling in the gap of this research area. emotional reaction toward reading which has physical and cognitive reactions. Liu and Sammy (2012) pointed out that L2 reading anxiety is complicated because it is affected by a complex mix of linguistic and nonlinguistic factors inextricably linked together.
To find out possible effects of anxiety, Cohen and Norst (1989) studied language learning diaries of L2 students. In their diaries, participants express fears and anxieties of performing in front of their classmates and teachers. Their fears and worries are not only demonstrated in words like embarrassment, resentment, frustration, anger, paranoid, guilty or unnerving but also reflected by their physical actions, such as sweating, trembling hands, and strong heartbeat. However, there are two noticeable opposing opinions offered about language learners, learning outcomes. The first is that anxiety might cause competitiveness. Reading anxiety might develop a stronger stimulus in learners, desire for better achievements (Daley, 1999) . The other opinion is the competitiveness has a negative relationship with anxiety, to raise it up, which means anxiety can impede learners from gaining their ideal aims (Saito et al., 1999) . Saito et al. (1999) introduced the construct of "foreign language reading anxiety". They applied both Foreign Language Reading Anxiety Scale (FLRAS) developed on themselves and Foreign Language Class Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) designed by Horwitz et al. in 1986 to test the reading anxiety and class anxiety of 383 students respectively. The results proved that reading anxiety is distinct from general types of foreign language anxiety, and students' increasing reading anxiety leads to a decrease in their final grades. Sellers (2000) studied the impact of anxiety on reading comprehension and the reading process, finding that the higher level of anxiety, the worse subjects perform at recollecting tasks.
As for the causes of reading anxiety, Saito et al. (1999) reported that two aspects of L2 reading have a significant effect on eliciting anxiety: unfamiliar scripts of writing systems and unfamiliar cultural materials. They also noted the causes and manifestations of reading anxiety could be more subtle and complex than their original hypothesis, suggesting the need to investigate the effects of other variables. Experience with the target country is one commonly visited variable. Studies (Aida, 1994; Huang, 2001; Xiao & Wong, 2014) show experience in the target country greatly reduced students' general FL anxiety levels. Zhao et al. (2013) investigated the relationship between experience with the target country and FL reading anxiety. They stated students who had been to China to study Chinese demonstrate a much lower level of FL reading anxiety compared to students who had not. Besides, they also reported two key influencers, one being the loose connection between their writing system and the real pronunciation, the other learners' lack of background knowledge in curricular contents. Brantmeier (2005) examined 92 students on reading comprehension of specific foreign language courses, concluding that students show different levels of reading anxiety with different courses, which recognizes text features as major causes. Jing (2017) studied Chinese L2 learners and identified major sources of L2 reading anxiety, including worries relating to comprehension, unfamiliar topics, unknown pronunciation, and feeling uncomfortable reading aloud.
Among most relevant research on reading anxiety, quite a number investigate how reading anxiety appears by a once-for-all questionnaire survey or correlating the data with learners' overall language learning outcomes. Relevant factors such as text features of reading materials and their experience in the exotic academic setting are under-explored. Besides, L2 learners involved in a short-term exchange program are never focalized in any study. This population may project different insights into L2 reading anxiety, as reading in their sense does not only imply a heavy reading load in L2 but more often involves in more diversified and complex content knowledge. They may involve in an academic program and curricular setting which in an overall sense differ a lot from those at their home university, thus exert influence on their reading anxiety. Therefore, the present study focuses on these special L2ers, a group of Chinese exchange students, in hope to reveal the state of their reading anxiety, explore its underlying causes and how such affection influences their academic performance.
Research Design
The present study examines FL reading anxiety of eight Chinese exchange students who sign in a one-year exchange program at an American university. The following questions will be explored: 1) How does FL reading anxiety demonstrate among the participants?
2) How do the participants perform academically with the presence of reading anxiety?
3) What might be the underlying causes of their reading anxiety?
Participants
The participants exhaust the total of eight Chinese exchange students (S1-S8) proceeding their study on Criminal Justice at an American University. The researcher personally got known the participants while she herself worked as an exchange scholar at the same university. Upon their arrival, some participants talked about their anxiety in doing reading tasks during a few casual meeting with the researcher. The latter out of her own experience of learning L2 offered some suggestions to help them smooth over, during which they built trust in each other. And the participants all consented to take part in the research when the researcher introduced the design. Upon finishing the data analysis part, the researcher did member check and a few minor revisions were carried to keep the data authentic.
Different from other studies on reading anxiety, the participants in this study all come from the same discipline. One advantage is the elimination of possible impact that various academic program might bring on their reading anxiety. Furthermore, those participants share a common background before their departure to America. They all major in Criminal Justice back in their home university and rank the top 10 in GPA in the first two years of university study. None of them has previous experience either of living or studying in an abroad-context. And all eight participants (four females: S1, S2, S3, S4; four males: S5, S6, S7, S8;) have studied English for over ten years and passed TOEFL with an average of 80 before arrival.
Instruments
The instruments used for data collection include one questionnaire-Foreign Language Reading Anxiety Scale (FLRAS), a semi-structured interview and syllabus of six specialized courses the participants have taken under the exchange program.
Instrument 1: Foreign Language Reading Anxiety Scale (FLRAS)
Foreign Language Reading Anxiety Scale (FLRAS) is adapted from Saito et al. (1999) to elicit participants' self-reported anxiety. This instrument contains 20 items, each answered according to a 5-point Likert-type scale: 1=Strongly Disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=neither Agree nor Disagree, 4=Agree, 5=Strongly Agree. Each item has a numerical value and all items would be added up for calculating the score of this questionnaire. The total score of FLRAS ranges from 20 to 100. The higher score implies more and stronger reading anxiety the participants experience. The reliability of survey items is measured: Cronbach α =0.802, which shows there is an internal consistency among the questionnaire items. By the end of the second semester. all participants are invited to respond to the questionnaire in the classroom where they have just finished their afternoon session. They return it timely and data is processed right after the collection.
Instrument 2: Semi-structured Interview
The semi-structured interview is conducted for an in-depth analysis of the quantitative data. Upon finishing all finals and learning about the results, all participants take part in the interview via the internet in one-on-one communication with the researcher. The interview mainly focuses on how participants view reading anxiety, its possible sources and impacts. Participants are also asked to comment on the six specialized courses they take during the academic year.
Instrument 3: Syllabus of Specialized Courses
All participants have taken six specialized courses during the academic year. The syllabus of these courses is analyzed to help better explore the research questions. Table 1 summarizes curricular information about these courses. 
Data Analysis
This study resorts to a mixed research design. First a questionnaire survey is conducted and all the data are coded and then analyzed through SPSS22.0. Descriptive statistics such as frequencies are computed to display the participants' overall responses to FLRAS. Then qualitative data are collected through semi-structured interview and curricular information of six specialized courses. The interview is carried out and recorded by the end of the academic year. It is transcribed immediately afterward and doubled checked by both the researcher and participants for possible missings or errors. Key information of the six specialized courses is analyzed with reference to the research questions.
Research Findings
The results of the research will be organized in accordance with the research questions.
The Overall Demonstration of L2 Reading Anxiety
Foreign Language Reading Anxiety Scale (FLRAS) contains 20 items to investigate participants' reading anxiety levels. Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics with SPSS 22.0, the average mean among the 20 items being 2.76. Vol. 12, No. 9; 2019 The second primary source is converging on the rudiment role of cultural knowledge in reading anxiety, as indicated in Item 20 "You have to know so much about English history and culture in order to read English," and Item 19 "English culture and ideas seem very foreign to me." These items stress familiarity with the local environment and target culture is somewhat necessary to cushion their landing into the exotic setting.
The third primary source is strongly supported by Item 1 "I get upset when I'm not sure whether I understand what I am reading in English", Item 6 "I get upset whenever I encounter unknown grammar when reading English", Item 7 "When reading English, I get nervous and confused when I don't understand every word" and Item 17 "I don't mind reading to myself, but I feel very uncomfortable when I have read English aloud". Vocabulary like "upset," "nervous," "confused" and "uncomfortable" frequently repeat themselves in the questionnaire items, which speak of negative feelings that participants experience when reading in FL.
Such intense anxiety also exposes itself in the semi-structured interview. The first interview question asks whether the participants are experiencing reading anxiety, unanimously all eight participants reckon their reading anxiety, describing it as a kind of negative emotion, which very much degrades their learning motivation as well as learning performance both in class and at exams. Table 3 records participants' academic achievements of six specialized courses. Though they claim in the interview that high-level reading anxiety restricts their performance both in class and during exams, all eight participants rank among the top 15% of the grade. One first reason to explain such performance might be the participants have already gone through a very fierce competition when applying for the exchange program. All of them rank the top 5% at their home university, with an average TOEFL score of 80, which lays a solid basis of both language and specialized courses. Another reason is disclosed in the interview. Participants say before and during exams they manage to convert negative feeling of anxiety into positive stimuli. They talk about their instinctive fear of failing in exams, and the determination to end in excellence, which enables them to see anxiety as a push, a strong sense of fighting back, of conquering the mission impossible. For instance, S6 says that he considers reading anxiety as an enemy, and he actively seeks for others' advice to improve his reading strategies in order to repel the enemy. S7 expresses that he wants perfect final achievement, so he becomes conscientious and devotes more to the courses he is not good at, take Zombies for example. Such conversion of anxiety awards him No.1 in the final.
Participants' Academic Performance

Underlying Causes of L2 Reading Anxiety
During the interview, participants all relate to the connection between their reading anxiety and the reading materials they are assigned. S7 recalls his experience when asked to summarize or comment on the reading material, saying "I get sweaty palms and butterflies in my stomach." Besides the unfamiliarity of content knowledge, the reading load is seen as rather demanding with most courses. Table 2 shows, aside from the course IMR, all other five major courses require plenty of reading, covering not only textbooks, but supplementary reading materials as well. Comparatively, claimed the participants, most specialized courses at their home university assign one single textbook and reading it thoroughly can guarantee a pass in the exam. S1 comments she feels quite worried with CJ&SD, relating the long and complicated reading materials are beyond her, curtailing her self-confidence. She feels frustration and dislikes that course. The reading load of VICT has elt.ccsenet.org English Language Teaching Vol. 12, No. 9; 2019 been frequently recalled during the interview. This course requires supplementary in-class reading materials, wich were commented by all subjects as "a daunting task," "sensational," "unbelievable," "alarming," etc., drawing a picture of a mission impossible. The in-class reading is to be done strictly in class, rejecting any preparation, consultation of dictionary or discussion with peers. No wonder it becomes such a "bitter" memory, quoting their word. It is also this course that participants generally fail to perform well, recording 6 Bs in the final.
Cultural difference demonstrates as one potential cause for reading anxiety both from questionnaire survey and the interview. Participants say classroom culture might play an impending role in their reading comprehension. They describe what usually happens in their American classrooms: we are often asked to state their perspectives, build links between materials, discuss with our peers, which is very different from what we have been experiencing back in China. S4 states that her reading anxiety often manifests as lack of confidence to read passages out, mainly when being asked to express a view on the subject matter, for "Back in my country, there is not much discussion in class; even when there happens a discussion with my classmates, we are expected to do that in our mother language, Chinese."
Group discussion, one of the most favorite activities in American universities, surprisingly acts as a double-edged sword in the present case. S2 and S7 find working-in-group raise their reading anxiety while S5 confirms its positive effect. All participants related to the course IMR. S2 says that she feels quite pressured when groups are asked to answer questions in turn regarding reading materials. Similarly, S7 feels upset in class when asked to exchange ideas and views about the reading material within and between groups as he does not always understand other students' opinion. However, S5's voice is somewhat different, who takes group work as an excellent opportunity to help him improve reading comprehension and language competence.
Reading in a foreign language also restates itself as a source of anxiety during the structured interview, indicating participants are afraid of linguistic difficulties, being it vocabulary or grammar. Such negative feeling may also present as fear, frustration, or sense of failure, symbolizing anxiety in one way or another. S5 addresses Z&HS has assigned five textbooks, with a large number of new words on each page. He recalls in the interview: "I often spend much time referring to the dictionary, but still cannot understand the meaning, then I lose confidence in this course and gets a low score in the exam." S8 finds out that English is never that kind of language: once you know each word, you understand the meaning of the sentence or paragraph. He mentions quite often he fails to figure out what the author wants to say even when he knows every word, which is typically true with the vast number of argumentative essays assigned in Z&HS. S2 has a common ground as S8, addressing her lousy habit that if she cannot understand one sentence in the English article, she would keep thinking about it and feel resistant to move on. This habit slows down her reading speed and increases her reading anxiety. We see here that participants might get involved into a vicious circle; once they experience reading anxiety, it will be hard for them to comprehend the reading material; when there happens a problem in understanding, they tend to feel more anxious and pressured, demotivated to proceed with reading.
Discussion
The descriptive data of the questionnaire survey shows all participants are experiencing reading anxiety in such a study-abroad context. The average FLRAS sum in the present study is 55.18, slightly higher than 52.9 reported in Saito et al (1999) . Why do the participants demonstrate more intense reading anxiety? Other than culture-related items which have been frequently converged as significant contributors in other studies (Saito et al., 1999; Sellers, 2000) , this study finds topic-related items occupy the top few of higher means, which speaks of content knowledge as a significant predictor of reading anxiety. This is no myth when observing closely the English reading materials participants engage in before landing on foreign land and the way they process these materials. Mostly the reading materials are adapted or abridged versions of the source texts. Topics are very often familiar ones, such as campus life, shopping, traveling and hobbies rather than introducing content knowledge. Similarly unfamiliar topics are identified by Jing (2017) as one major source of FL reading anxiety.
Besides, text features are undeniably major causes of FL reading anxiety as the assigned readings of specialized courses are unanimously authentic materials, featuring specialized vocabulary and complex syntactical patterns. Such findings are supported by Brantmeier (2005) and Genç (2016) who declare students' reading anxiety is the highest in items related to the nature of the text. In other words, L2 learners experience lower level of anxiety when they are familiar with reading texts as they can understand easily by looking at the genre of the text.
Another cause that provokes reading anxiety involves the negative feeling of reading in a foreign language. The participants report an increasing level of anxiety while reading in English. Such negative feeling intensifies when they encounter unknown terminologies or grammatical patterns that they do not have a command of. They simply get anxious upon laying on the lengthy and authentic reading assignment, thus comprehension is negatively affected (Genç, 2016; Jing, 2017) . Jing (2017) reports when learners spend too many cognitive resources on lower-level word processing, they are less likely to understand the meaning of the reading passage. Without necessary knowledge of specialized vocabulary and the linguistic features of the text, the participants would be missing global understanding of the discourse. Though the participants have passed TOEFL with an average of 80, they still find authentic texts rather challenging. This is supported by Brantmeier (2005) and Jing (2017) who both find more advanced FL learners experience higher level reading anxiety as authentic texts usually mean more advanced vocabulary and grammar, and therefore require more resources from readers to comprehend the messages of the passage, thus raising the potential for a higher level of anxiety.
Lack of target cultural knowledge explains strongly the anxiety participants have gone through. Upon arrival they find themselves submerged in piles of reading materials, followed with requirements of thorough analysis, group discussion, oral presentation or paper test. The participants recall in the interview the more they want to perform well, the more anxious they feel at reading. This again proves that oral presentation and speaking English in the face of peers are very likely to bring along anxiety (Woodrow, 2006; Kim, 2009; Joo & Damron, 2015) . The reading tasks are not what the participants got used to in their home culture. Compared with their NS counterparts, they prefer a more self-centered learning style. They are more ready to read on themselves or write a follow-up essay. Classroom discussion might disturb their reading efficiency and make them more anxious.
Being more anxious in turn decreases their reading efficiency. Such a vicious cycle is explained in the self-efficacy theory proposed by Bandura (1977) , stating that learners with low self-esteem may suffer from frustration and anxiety. Genç (2016) also states the reading tasks as major sources of anxiety. He finds among his subjects the fear of making mistakes while doing the comprehension checks as well as being evaluated negatively in terms of English language abilities by the instructors and peers.
Despite of the general demonstration of reading anxiety among participants and the self-detected causes, the participants unexceptionally have performed well in the specialized courses. They explain the use of some learning strategies during the interview. S1 presents herself as a typical example. Her FLRAS is the highest, but her average final score ranks the fourth among all subjects and 24 in the grade. She talks about her learning experience during the interview which depicts her being good at communicating with others and solving the problem with teamwork. She says "at the beginning of the academic term, I find the reading materials of TG too difficult for me. I find a classmate who is good at this course and ask for his advice". That classmate tells her that if she wants to understand clearly about such political essays, she needs to get familiarized with the particular vocabulary. S1 then asks other Chinese exchange students to work together on the specialized vocabulary, which helps her a lot in reducing reading anxiety and improving her exam grades. Similarly other participants also actively resort to different strategies to help reduce their reading anxiety and thus improve their overall academic performance. Take S7 as an example, he reads the local newspaper every day to enrich his knowledge of local policies. S2 & S5 work to pick up their reading speed, training themselves quickly to locate topic sentences, find keywords, etc., which improves their performance at exams. S4 likes drawing and writing down essential information when reading. Besides, she prefers to remember new words within sentences. The context helps her understand the words, meaning and learn their usages rapidly. S3, S5, S6 & S8 all devote much time to read both extensively and intensively, speaking of their belief that overall English proficiency is the key to relieve reading anxiety and achieve a satisfactory outcome in the final exams. By applying effective learning strategies, L2 learners reduce their L2 reading anxiety, thus enchance their academic performance, which is supported in relevant studies (Jing, 2017; Joo & Damron, 2015; Kim, 2009; Liu & Sammy, 2012) .
Conclusion
The present study casts light on both theoretical and empirical studies of FL reading anxiety with a singular focus on short-term exchange students. As Cheng (2006) points out in his study, differing from common overseas students, exchange students usually experience a shorter learning period abroad which may result in more intense demonstration of emotions affecting their academic performance. Though this particular population has for long gone unnoticed, its soaring number in recent years is calling for equal attention to maximize students' learning outcome and ensure the utmost efficiency of the exchange program. Based on multi-faceted data, this study unveils the general demonstration of reading anxiety among participants and explores the underlying causes for such anxiety. Content knowledge is found to be one different cause of anxiety, which suggests their home universities may offer some introductory or elementary specialized courses in English to familiarize students with specialized vocabulary and text features.
Meanwhile, if teachers at the host universities are also aware of the anxiety exchange students are experiencing, they could also help exchange students to overcome cultural difference. The teaching of culture is to be multi-dimensional, integrating explanation of theories and analysis of real-life cases. If possible, try to create chances for students to experience different cultures, for instance attending lectures given by foreign experts, joining in cultural-related activities, having a language partner, etc.. Such efforts will inevitably reduce the reading anxiety in a different learning setting.
Finally, the ultimate aim of education is to cultivate students with independent thinking, self-esteem, and responsibility. The traditional Chinese education strongly criticized though, still have impacts on the parties involved in one way or another. Students as bearers of such tradition, are less ready to think and read critically, express themselves in public, work cooperatively with a group, motivate themselves with a long-term goal. When the workload becomes demanding and the learning setting verifies, they would inevitably suffer from high-level of anxiety, as shown among the participants of this study. Therefore, it is also suggestible that their voice and individuality are to be valued at any stage of education.
